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ABSTRACT

The Role of Social Movements
in Female Candidacy Decisions

by

Meg E. Rasmussen, Master of Science
Utah State University, 2021

Major Professor: Dr. Steffen Blings
Department: Political Science

More women than ever ran for office in 2018 prompting the question of what
encourages increased political participation in women, specifically in the form of
candidacy. I theorized that, in the context of the 2018 midterm elections specifically, a
change in mobilizing structures and the presence of a threat environment positively
impacted the number of female candidates. I suggested that the 2017 and 2018 Women’s
Marches and the election of President Donald Trump created new opportunities for
women through public encouragement and recruitment from non-governmental
organizations as well as sparked political ambition in women who might not have run for
office previously.
I tested my theory using both regression analysis and two interviews of Utah
Democratic women who ran for office in 2018. From my state-level and district-level
regression analysis, I was able to find that 2017 Women’s March turnout has a positive
relationship with the number of female candidates in 2018 when feelings towards
President Trump are most positive. This falls in line with my theory by suggesting that
women who might have felt a threat from the Trump Administration, and lived in areas
where support for President Trump was high, were encouraged by Women’s March
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turnout in their area. The interviews I conducted also spoke to the positive environment
created by the Women’s Marches and its impact on their candidacy.
Following my research, I was able to conclude that social movements such as the
Women’s March can create environments that foster new opportunities for political
participation and also have the potential to spark political ambition. This is a new
pathway to candidacy that should be further studied to understand how more pathways
might be opened up for women and other underrepresented populations.
(68 pages)
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PUBLIC ABSTRACT

The Role of Social Movements
in Female Candidacy Decisions
Meg E. Rasmussen
The study of the impact of the 2017 Women’s March and women’s feelings
towards President Donald Trump on female candidacy in the 2018 midterm elections was
conducted to observe the emergence of new pathways to candidacy and further
understanding political ambition in women. This closely follows social movement
literature on political opportunities and changes in mobilizing structures as well as
literature on nascent political ambition. Understanding the things that encourage more
women to run for office can help increase descriptive representation in the United States
and create a more representative democracy.
The methods of observing the phenomenon of the 2018 midterm elections and the
events preceding it included both interviews and OLS regression analysis. Interviewees
were chosen from the pool of Democratic women who ran for the Utah State Legislature
in 2018. This process was conducted following IRB guidelines. Data for OLS regression
at both the state and district level was conducted using public data sources that were
merged and aggregated to match the level of study. The number of female candidates in
2018 was compared to Women’s March Turnout, an average of women’s feelings
towards President Trump, and control variables of party, ideology, and education in a
given area.
Findings include a confirmation that Women’s March turnout does impact the
number of female candidates, specifically when feelings towards President Trump are
most positive in that given state or district. This suggests that higher Women’s March
turnout impacted women’s decisions to run for office in areas where they might not have
otherwise due to their environment.
Further research should look closer into social movements and female candidacy
through the lenses of political party and/or race.
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INTRODUCTION
2018 proved to be a landmark year for female representation and political
participation in the United States. The midterm elections saw more women than ever
running for both congressional and gubernatorial office (Caygle, 2018). As of June 2018,
23 percent of all individuals running for Congress were women, compared to 16 percent
in the previous election cycle (Zhou, 2018). What factors influenced an increase in the
number of women running for office in 2018 in the United States in comparison to other
years? While the answer likely exists as a combination of factors, two essential
components are changes in mobilizing structures and a threat environment that had not
been present in years previous. These factors have proven to be powerful motivators and
can create strong civic organizations or movements, such as the 2017 and 2018 Women’s
Marches, that sought to change power structures, increase female candidacy, and spark
social transformation (Dittmar, 2019; Amenta et al, 2019). Understanding this
phenomenon has the potential to increase descriptive representation as learning about
what encourages more women to run for offices can open new pathways to candidacy and
make old pathways more accessible to a more diverse set of candidates.
The United States is still far from having descriptive representation, making
further research on female candidacy worthwhile. When more women run for office,
democracy in the United States reaches a truer form that is more representative of its
population. As the political environment of the United States changes, new pathways to
candidacy arise that have the potential to get more women into office. Understanding
these new pathways is essential to reaching gender parity in political representation. As
more is learned about what it is that sparks women’s political ambition, more can be done
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to clear the way for those pathways and offer the encouragement, both from our parties
and communities, that may push more women into running.
In looking at the 2018 midterms, I will discuss how prior studies on female
candidacy can be examined and applied with the understanding that political ambition
does not necessarily have to be nascent and can instead be sparked. The 2018 midterm
elections were a critical juncture where major change was made possible as ambition was
sparked by the political environment and women had the opportunity to embed their
unique voices in established institutions on a scale larger than in years previous (Hogan,
1996, pp 657).
I will next consider how, as is theorized in social movement literature, both the
introduction of a threat environment and change in political opportunities and mobilizing
structures have the potential to create collective action and subsequent change such as
that seen in 2018 (Tarrow, 1998). The election of President Donald Trump and the 2017
and 2018 Women’s Marches can be considered through this lens as an introduction of a
threat environment and change in mobilizing structures and political opportunities. I
argue their connection to the number of female candidates in 2018 by tracing the events
leading to the 2018 midterms, conducting analysis on Women’s March turnout, number
of female candidates, and feelings towards President Trump. I also use case studies of
two women who ran for office for the first time in 2018. Further implications of this
research include a look into the impact of race and party on the 2018 midterms.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Past literature has suggested that individuals need a measure of nascent political
ambition to consider running for office, but this might not be the case for women,
especially in contexts of political turmoil. The idea of nascent political ambition suggests
that some people may be predisposed to some amounts of political participation (Fox and
Lawless, 2005, pp 643). Some studies regarding nascent political ambition, however,
have overlooked why differences in ambition exist between men and women, making this
a more nuanced conversation. Carroll and Sanbonmatsu (2013) speculated that ambition
and considerations of candidacy can occur simultaneously in women especially given
catalyzing events or changing political contexts. In these situations, there is no
predisposition for political ambition. This differs from claims that women simply hold
less ambition.
What research has also found concerning gender and ambition is that men and
women consider running for office based upon differing cost-benefit analyses. Women,
for example, are far more relational in their decisions, often more likely to make
decisions for candidacy based on the influence of others, becoming much more likely to
run for office if they are encouraged to do so (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu, 2013). In
addition to this, women are more likely to see the costs of running for office as too high
when taking into account familial expectations and responsibilities (Fox and Lawless,
2005). The costs and benefits of running for office can change, however, given catalyzing
events. What has been less explored in the literature is the mobilizing power of
movements and how that might influence women’s political participation and potential
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decision for candidacy. The 2017 and 2018 Women’s March can be seen as an example
of two mobilizing events that might have sparked political ambition in women.
Similar mobilizing events have occurred elsewhere in history during points at
which women were given a platform they might not have had otherwise, thus sparking
new bursts of political ambition and participation. While in 2017 and 2018 it was the
sheer magnitude of the women’s marches that worked as a platform, specific parties and
movements of political thought gave women such a platform in times past. One such
example would be the rise of the progressive party in 1912 where women were given the
space to write campaign literature, speak to audiences, and put forward their interests in
an official capacity. Jane Addams was welcomed to the stage for Theodore Roosevelt’s
second nomination for president, giving her a large and attentive array of people for
whom she could display the will and intellect of the women of the progressive party
(Gustafson, 2001, pp 132). This opened the door for more women to play an active role
in politics and the same can be said for other catalyzing events.
Through these catalyzing events like a march or newly opened platforms for
women, political ambition can be created instead of being something that requires a
predisposition. With this in mind, Carroll and Sanbonmatsu’s (2013) theory can be
applied to the phenomenon that was the high number of women who ran for office in
2018. As a direct response to the Trump Administration, the Women’s Marches in 2017
and 2018 likely manifested the type of catalyzing environment Carroll and Sanbonmatsu
(2013) suggested. This follows in line with the theory that the introduction of new leaders
has the potential to be a powerful motivator (McAdam and Tarrow, 2018).
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As a protest against a new leader, the Women’s Marches offered an opportunity to
foster the political participation of those who might not have participated previously but
now had the chance to do so in their hometowns across the United States. These women
might have attended marches they would not have otherwise attended. The organizations
and networks which flourished under the Women’s March actively recruited women and
shared networks and resources. By attending the march, many women likely experienced
a change in attitude towards political participation and encountered the tools to apply this
new political ambition. These tools included those resources offered by
nongovernmental organizations. In addition to this, women who did not attend or
participate in the marches in any way were likely exposed to their ideas and calls to
action regardless. What all of this means is that the potential pool of candidates for the
2018 midterm was enlarged as ambition was sparked by the polarizing political climate
prior to 2018 and mobilizing structures, such as non-governmental organizations like
EMILY’s List, were on the ground to help provide a pathway to candidacy. In the end,
more women than ever were elected into Congress in 2018 (Zhou, 2018). This is
illustrated in Figure 1 below. Figure 1 clearly shows the significant increase in female
candidates in Congress at the beginning of 2019.

Figure 1: Number of Women in Congress from 1961-2021
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Path Dependency and Reactive Sequences
Pathways to candidacy have not always been open to women, a portion of the
population who has always been underrepresented in the institutions that run the nation.
This raises questions about why it was the 2018 midterms that saw such a leap in female
candidates and, subsequently, a leap in the number of women elected into office. The
women’s movement is not a new concept, but the Women’s March was the largest
demonstration of its time in terms of the number of participants across the United States
(Chenoweth and Pressman, 2017). This suggests that the 2018 midterm elections created
a schism in the status quo and gave people a reason to stray from the path. What research
on path dependence says is that “preceding steps in a particular direction induce further
movement in the same direction” with it becoming more and more inconvenient or costly
to change paths (Pierson, 2000, pp 252). Paths do change, however, and what this
research also says is that the sequence of events matters (Pierson, 2000, pp 264). It is
possible that a certain sequence of events, such as those preceding the 2018 midterm
elections, could lead to a change in path, one that could then lead to a significant shift in
descriptive representation.
The events leading up to and following the 2018 midterms can be seen as a
reactive sequence. A reactive sequence is a series of events in which each step of the
sequences is both a result of past events and cause of future events (Bennet and Alman,
2006, pp 258). For example, the 2017 Women’s March can be seen as both the result of
the election of President Donald Trump and part of the reason a large number of women
ran for office in 2018. These events all lead to each other and might not have been
possible without the events preceding them. Often when a cleavage is formed and
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tensions are created, change can be made and a critical juncture such as this is created
(Hogan, 2006, pp 664). Exploring how these events connect and overlap could help us
better understand the processes through which significant change in representation can be
made. The creation of a social movement such as the Women’s March can be examined
in relation to subsequent events and changes in the status quo.
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THEORY
Research on social movements has looked carefully at how they are formed and
what they result in. Threat and political opportunity are catalysts of emergent collective
action and both are important in creating sustained political action at the hands of regular
citizens who have been mobilized by movements (Amenta et al, 2019; Tilly, 1978). There
are several scenarios from which both of these can grow; a common scenario to this
effect is a change in the composition of institutional actors. This can include the
introduction of new actors or a shift in allies and supporters to a movement (McAdam
and Tarrow, 2018, pp 25). These things can then lead to strong civic organizations or
movements as people with limited resources are able to create dense social networks,
build upon opportunities presented to them, and act to sustain action collectively (Tarrow,
1994). This sustained action has the goal of altering relationships between political
institutions and the people by creating new pathways to influence (Amenta et al, 2019, pp
451). Should new pathways to influence be created, underrepresented groups have the
chance to have their interests reach those in power, and potentially become the ones with
some amount of power themselves (Gustafson, 2001, pp 119). Both the introduction of
new actors and a shift in supporters of a movement were seen following the 2016
presidential election. Understanding how social movements are created can help explain
the process through which change, such as that seen in 2018, is manifested.
The mechanism I suggest through which women might have been pushed to run
for office in relation to the 2016 presidential election and 2017 and 2018 Women’s
Marches is illustrated in Figure 2. The introduction of President Donald Trump and his
administration created a threat environment specific to women that fostered sparks of

9
political ambition in women and new attitudes toward political participation. As women
felt threatened by the Trump Administration and its negative rhetoric about women, the
cost/benefit analysis of running for office changed. At the same time were the sustained
actions of the Women’s March and associated organizations under the women’s
movement. The 2017 and 2018 Women’s Marches were able to create new pathways to
influencing political institutions by fostering the type of environment that sparked
political participation, offered large-scale exposure to encouragement from political
elites, and allowed for strengthening of mobilizing structures. As more women felt
threatened by the administration and were offered the tools and encouragement to run,
more women did so.

Figure 2:Impact of Threat Environment and Mobilizing Structures on Female Candidacy
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Presence of Threat Environment
Understanding Figure 2 requires taking apart each piece and exploring its
consequences. The first part of the puzzle is the presence of a threat environment. Prior to
the Women’s March and its connection to female candidacy in 2018 was the introduction
of this environment under the Trump Administration. Many women felt the Trump
Administration endangered their interests with their policy proposals on health care, and
President Trump's rhetoric speaking publicly about women served as a warning about his
presidency's impact on women's interests (PerryUndem, 2017). These feelings alongside
President Trump’s personal history created a shift in climate. This threat environment is
part one of two components which are catalysts of emergent collective action and its
consequent mobilization of actors who might not have been previously involved in
political processes or, in this context, might not have previously considered running for
office (McAdam and Tarrow, 2018, pp 32).
From the beginning of his candidacy, Donald Trump was widely considered an
unconventional candidate, making it possible that his election was one step in a sequence
of events not seen before. Before and during President Donald Trump’s campaign for
president, at least 26 women made sexual assault and misconduct allegations against him
(BBC News, 2016). The media attention given to these allegations was widespread prior
to his election, making President Trump unique in this time of increased social media
participation and the quick diffusion of information. In addition to this was the release of
a tape from Access Hollywood that featured President Trump saying inappropriate
remarks about women. This event in particular went viral with many people feeling upset
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about the comments and some even expressing emotional stress or anxiety as a result
(PerryUndem, 2017, pp 7). A gender equality report based on a survey conducted by
research firm PerryUndem (2017) found that there is a direct correlation between
reactions to President Trump’s comments about and behavior towards women and how
favorable people see him, with women being most likely to report his behavior to have an
impact on them (pp 7).
Despite the allegations and Access Hollywood tape, President Trump was elected,
bringing with him the whitest and most male executive cabinet since 1980 (Ng and
Stamper, 2018, pp 3). In addition, President Trump won the election against a highly
qualified female candidate who would have been the first female president of the United
States. In the PerryUndem (2017) gender equality report, one in three adults said they
thought sexism was to blame for Hillary Clinton’s loss (pp 6). The combination of
allegations, lack of women in the White House, and perceptions of sexism clouding the
election, coupled with policy positions on women’s rights and healthcare that could be
considered against women’s interests, made the Trump Administration at odds with many
women in the United States from inauguration day.
The day after the inauguration of President Donald Trump, the 2017 Women’s
March made it clear that the women’s movement was against the Trump Administration.
The scale of the march, being the largest demonstration about women’s rights in United
States history, can, to some degree, illustrate the scale of the threat environment which
prompted it. The Women’s March clearly outlined its purpose as a direct response to the
election of President Donald Trump and the potential threat to women’s rights, health,
and safety under his administration (Almeida, 2018, pp 43).
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The threat environment created by the Trump Administration stretched beyond
the 2017 Women’s March and into 2018 with the appointment of Judge Brett Kavanaugh,
the #MeToo movement, and the 2018 Women’s March which was focused on increasing
political participation. Before the appointment of Judge Kavanaugh, Dr. Christine Blasey
Ford stood before the Senate Judiciary Committee to speak of a sexual assault by
Kavanaugh. Judge Kavanaugh denied the allegations (Zurcher, 2018). This followed a
pattern in which the sexual assault allegations made against President Trump that became
more widely publicized with his election were the first of many similar allegations made
against powerful men in Hollywood and Washington D.C. in 2017 and 2018. Research
has shown that following the #MeToo movement and appointment of Judge Kavanaugh
Americans expressed a need for more women in elected office and also showed an
understanding that power is held unequally in the United States (North, 2019).
In addition to these things that impacted women in the United States was also a
threat to racial minorities. The election of President Trump saw with it a rise in white
nationalism that spread this threat environment beyond women. This too can speak to the
outcome of the 2018 midterm elections where more women of color than ever ran for,
and were subsequently elected into, office.
The public outcry that was sparked by this environment created by the Trump
Administration could have been the catalyzing event that gave women the push to get
more women in office with the hopes of finding descriptive representation. While prior to
these catalyzing events women might have seen the costs of running for office as too
high, the Trump Administration and the waves of protest and movement might have
tipped the scales. In the PerryUndem (2017) survey, 67% of respondents, which included
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men and women of both parties, reported taking one or more actions such as donating to
an organization, feeling less tolerant about sexism, paying more attention to elected
officials, or thinking about running for political office as a result of President Trump
winning the election1 (pp 45). In this survey, the number one predictor of whether or not
respondents said they would take these actions was President Trump’s comments and
behavior toward women (PerryUndem, 2017, pp 56).
The shifting political climate and polarization surrounding the Trump
Administration, specifically in terms of women’s response as seen in the 2017 Women’s
March, offers just the type of scenario for increased political participation as suggested
by social movement theory (McAdam and Tarrow, 2018). Some study of the Trump
Administration’s effect on women has already been conducted and found that more
women first thought of running for office in the six months following President Trump’s
election than in the months prior. These women expressed strong emotional responses to
the Trump Administration, as well as the way the media and protest surrounding it
framed President Trump’s election, as catalyzing forces for their ambitions (Lawless and
Fox, 2018). Paired with political opportunity and the vehicle that was the Women’s
Marches, this catalyzation likely influenced the increase in women who ran for office
during the following midterms. This is expressed in hypothesis one below.

H1: In states and congressional districts where women’s feelings towards President
Trump were colder more women ran for office in 2018.

1

The limitation in this survey statistic is that, while 67% appears to be a large percentage of respondents,
the nature of its presentation is that it is not possible to discern which of the listed actions the respondents
reported take. This likely varies across political parties and gender.
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Political Opportunities and Mobilizing Structures
The second component of the catalysts of emergent collective action is political
opportunity. These opportunities give the public the space to address long-standing
grievances through social movements and their related actions (Almeida, 2018, pp 44).
This too was present following the 2016 presidential election and before the 2018
midterm elections. It was also accompanied by a change in the strategies of mobilizing
structures.
In the months prior to the midterms, women were provided with more
opportunities for political participation than in years previous. Highly publicized
encouragement for female candidates from political elites and candidate recruitment
organizations coincided with more open seats left by incumbents (The New York Times,
2018). 2018 saw a large number of incumbents choosing not to run for re-election, a
factor that opened up space for new first-time candidates (Desilver, 2018). The number of
women who filed for candidacy doubled from 2016 to 2018, illustrating a desire to fill
those seats left unoccupied and overturn still-running incumbents as well (Dittmar, 2019,
pp 22). As more women showed interest in candidate recruitment organizations following
the 2016 election, the timing of empty seats allowed for that influx of interest to have
more space (Zhou, 2018). While the number of empty seats was unrelated to the increase
in women who ran for office, it did allow for more competitive elections where women
were just as likely to win (Dolan, 2018).
Lack of female representation has had a large number of causes attributed to it,
one of the most popular being that women hold less nascent political ambition than men
(Fox and Lawless, 2005). More so than men, women benefit greatly from verbal
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encouragement from their networks or support from parties or recruitment organizations
(Sanbonmatsu, Carroll, and Walsh, 2009, pp 11). Women are less likely to have even
considered running for office before having it suggested to them (Sanbonmatsu, Carroll,
and Walsh, 2009, pp 8). Women and their considerations of candidacy would benefit
from the political opportunities presented by the environment of the Women’s Marches
and 2018 midterms.
Other researchers have discovered that before women can come close to finding
equal representation in the United States, the candidate pool must change. Currently, it is
heavily skewed by gender as a result of the common pipelines to candidacy which favor
men (Thomsen and King, 2020). For example, many of the most common backgrounds of
those who end up pursuing political office are fields disproportionately inhabited by men
such as law or business. With this in mind, an increase in female candidacy such as the
one seen in 2018 would require new pathways to candidacy. Discovering these new
pathways is one part of why further research on female candidacy is important. Leading
up to the 2018 election, women in the United States were able to find new pipelines to
candidacy through more encouragement from peers through the women’s marches,
increased recruiting efforts of organizations, and speeches by political elites (The New
York Times, 2018; Zhou 2018; Dittmar, 2019, pp 34).
In addition to the recruiting and words of encouragement, a large part of what
made the Women’s March so successful was both the overall number of participants and
the number of areas in the United States that it was held. The high number of women
who attended these marches likely led to women being exposed to new ideas and a reason
to participate in the movement. Extensive study has been conducted on what makes
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rational individuals decide whether or not to participate in social movements and it
largely comes down to costs of involvement, the excitement of a group effort, and the
recognition that the movement may lead to public goods (Chong, 1991, pp 74). Based on
attendance alone, the Women’s March checked several of these boxes as marches were
held in many people’s hometowns requiring little travel, the media response was largely
positive, and women’s rights are becoming more and more seen as a public good. The
Women’s March likely had a component of moral concerns and social pressure to
participate given its relationship with the election of President Donald Trump (Chong,
1991, pp 67).
As a result of such widespread participation, the Women’s Marches created
grounds for large-scale recruitment of women. The 2018 Women’s March specifically
saw recruitment organizations such as EMILY’s List, Indivisible, Real Women Run, and
Swing Left attending the marches around the country with the explicit goal of registering
more voters and encouraging more women to run for office. While these organizations
had been in action long before the 2017 Women’s March, both the 2017 and 2018
marches gave them the opportunity to reach a large pool of candidates that they might not
have reached otherwise. Members of these organizations had recruiters in the crowd,
fliers, and booths with details on how to get involved and why it was important (Zhou,
2018).
What research has also shown is that encouragement for female candidacy is even
more powerful from the mouths of political elites, specifically party leaders or
officeholders from the woman’s same party (Sanbonmatsu, Carroll, and Walsh, 2009).
This too was present at the 2018 Women’s March as Nancy Pelosi, Kristen Gillibrand,
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Tom Steyer, and other political figures, mainly of the Democratic party, took to large
stages to express a need for more women in office, thus offering a political opportunity.
Many of these elites spoke from their hometowns, not just Washington D.C. where the
march originated (The New York Times, 2018). This, coupled with the nongovernmental
recruitment organizations present at women’s marches across the country, likely played a
significant role in spreading the message about a lack of female candidates currently in
office and the opportunity to change that in the following elections.
Through the Women’s March, these mobilizing structures were able to reach a
larger pool of potential candidates than they might have otherwise and thus improve their
recruitment numbers. This falls in line with the idea that recruitment organizations need
to be more likely to recruit women before candidate pools can become more equal
(Thomsen and King, 2020, pp 998). This bypasses some levels of gatekeeping, including
that done by parties. Following the 2016 election and the 2017 Women’s March, interest
in running for office increased, leading these organizations to rise to meet the demands
and expose more women to the option of running for office as well as provide them with
the resources they needed (Lawless and Fox, 2018; Zhou, 2018). Here it can be seen how
the Women’s March was a consequence of the environment created by the 2016 election
and the following political opportunities and changes in mobilizing structures likely
influenced political participation.
Many of the women at the 2018 march expressed how the 2017 march was their
first time joining in any form of political activity other than voting and how they felt
encouraged to participate more in other ways as well. They expressed attending more
rallies, contacting their legislators more often, and running for office as things they had
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done and thought about that they never had before 2017 (The New York Times, 2018).
This supports research that has found that women are more likely than men to be
influenced by the beliefs and reactions of the people politically engaged around them and
translate that into their own political engagement (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu, 2013). What
is common across these experiences was that the 2017 Women’s March was something
special that, across many cases, sparked something.
Following the increase in interest from women who might have already had some
form of political ambition, the Women’s March was able to reach a wider audience of
women who might not have considered it before the marches across the state, the media
attention, and the rhetoric surrounding the Trump Administration (Guadiano, 2018). The
Women’s March likely served as a powerful networking tool across communities through
booths, fliers, and word of mouth (Guadiano, 2018). Women impacted by the election of
President Trump, which possibly sparked political ambition, and were exposed to
mobilizing structures that previously had not existed on such a scale, likely contributed to
the large number of women who ran for office in 2018. This can be investigated by
looking at where women attended the 2017 Women’s March, how many participated, the
number of female candidates in each state, and the feelings of women towards President
Trump. This is captured in my second hypothesis below.

H2: In states and congressional districts where the size of Women’s March turnout was
larger, more women ran for office in 2018
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Impact of Threat Environment on March Turnout
While my central claim is that a threat environment and changes in mobilizing
structures impact female candidacy, I am also expecting my two independent variables to
have an impact on each other. As discussed when considering reactionary sequences,
these two variables are linked. The Women’s March, being a direct response to the
Trump Administration, was fueled by feelings towards President Trump. Due to this
connection, it is plausible that the impact of march turnout on the number of female
candidates varies based upon feelings towards President Trump. With this in mind, it is
possible that negative feelings towards President Trump and larger march turnout
together result in more women running for office than both of those variables separately.
Though this assumption is not a central component of my study, it does suggest the
interaction here could have an impact on female candidacy. Adding this interaction into
my regression analysis will give me a more nuanced view of the phenomenon I am
studying. This third hypothesis can be seen below.

H3: The positive impact of march attendance on the number of female candidates is
greater when women’s feelings towards President Trump are more negative.
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METHODS
The 2018 midterm elections provide valuable information on what factors
encourage women to seek candidacy when they might not have considered doing so
previously. The dependent variable, the number of women running for congressional
office in the United States, can be attributed to a combination of factors as women and
their reasons for running for office are unique and situational. Though this is true, using
turnout from the 2017 Women’s March and feeling thermometers for President Trump as
independent variables would attempt to create a connection between the creation and
mobilization of social movements and increased female candidacy. To test this claim, a
mixed-methods approach was applied. Both regression analysis, on the state level and
congressional district level, and interviews with female candidates were used. These
methods were chosen to establish the impact of my independent variables on female
candidacy.
State-Level Analysis and Results
The 2017 Women’s March created a space where many women in the United
States were exposed to rhetoric on gender-based identity, recruitment from
nongovernmental organizations such as EMILY’s List, and explicit calls to action from
political elites. To measure the impact of this environment and its role as a mobilizing
structure, I use state-level data and regression analysis to compare the number of people
who attended the Women’s March in January of 2017 to the number of female candidates
from each state and used the same methods to investigate any connection between the
number of female candidates and a potential threat environment.
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My first independent variable is the number of people who attended a Women’s
March on January 21st, 2017. This turnout was counted by Crowd Counting Consortium
(Pressman and Chenoweth, 2017). They provided high and low estimates that were
averaged to get a best guess turnout number. The second independent variable was survey
data on women’s feelings towards President Donald Trump following his election in
2016. In the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) conducted in 2018, the
pre-election survey asked whether or not respondents approved or disapproved of the way
President Donald Trump was doing his job using a four-point scale going from strongly
approve as one to strongly disapprove as four (Ansolabehere, Schaffner, and Luks, 2019).
This was recoded on a 0 to 3 scale as can be seen in Table 1. The survey was issued to
60,000 adults in the United States, 34,171 of these respondents were women whose
responses were subset from the dataset for the purposes of this analysis. Controls for this
analysis were also pulled from women’s responses to CCES and include average
education levels on a six-point scale from no high school to post-grad, ideology on a fivepoint scale from very liberal to very conservative, and party identification on a sevenpoint scale from strong Democrat to strong Republican. These scales can be seen in
Table 1. For the purposes of my state-level analysis, the average of the control variables
across each state were the values used in the analysis.
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Control and Threat Environment Variables
Variable Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Max

1.124

0=strongly approve

3=strongly disapprove

1.50

1=no high school

6=post grad

Ideology 2.909

1.20

1=very liberal

5= very conservative

Party 3.535

2.21

1=strong Democrat

7=strong Republican

Women’s 1.954
Feelings
Towards
Trump
Education 3.507

Data on the number of women who ran for office in each state to connect to the
crowd data has been collected by the Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP)
at the Eagleton Institute of Politics, Rutgers University-New Brunswick. CAWP has data
on female candidacy for statewide positions such as governor or treasurer as well as
congressional positions. For the purposes of this study, regression analysis was conducted
using only the number of women who ran for congressional positions in 2018. Limiting
the project to congressional candidates allows for a clearer interpretation of analysis at
the state and congressional district level while still illustrating the broader picture of
female candidacy in the United States.
To conduct state-level analysis on the impact of Women’s March turnout and
feelings towards President Trump on female candidacy I aggregated each of my data
sources. In the case of the data on march attendance, this meant using the sum turnout
from the cities of each state. This was matched with the data on the number of female
candidates which was also aggregated using the sum of the candidates of each state. For
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the CCES (2019) data I use to gauge feelings towards President Trump and my controls, I
used the mean scores by state.
Results for State-Level Analysis
Linear regression was used to examine whether or not there is a relationship
between the number of women running for congressional office and my independent
variables of Women’s March turnout and feelings towards President Trump. This
regression on each state’s Women’s March attendance in 2017 and average feelings
toward President Trump in relation to the number of female candidates from that state
revealed several statistically significant coefficients, as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2: State-Level Analysis of Female Candidacy
Results for State-Level Analysis
Dependent variable:
Number of Female
Candidates
March Attendance

0.2***
(0.0004)

Feelings Toward President Trump (0=strongly approve)

-4.049
(15.169)

Ideology (1=most liberal)

2.989
(14.502)

Party (1=most Democratic)

-4.542
(8.513)

Education

-1.971
(6.372)

Feelings Towards President Trump * March Attendance

-0.05***
(0.0001)

Constant

30.084
(69.708)

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
Note:
Standard errors in parentheses
March attendance and the interaction term scaled by 100

50
0.694
0.652
6.948 (df = 43)
16.283*** (df = 6; 43)
p<0.05
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What Table 2 shows us is that feelings toward President Trump only impact the
number of female candidates when interacted with march attendance. State-level analysis
failed to reject the null of my first hypothesis. Secondly, there is a significant, positive
effect of Women’s March attendance on the number of female candidates by state when
women’s feelings towards President Trump are at zero. When state’s women’s feelings
towards President Trump are at zero, and a state’s women’s march increases by 1,000
people, the number of female candidates in that state increases by 2. Lastly, march
attendance is significantly impacted by feelings towards President Trump in each state.
The results of the interaction demonstrate that the impact of march turnout on the
number of female candidates is smaller when feelings towards President Trump were at
their coldest. This is illustrated in Figures 3.1 and 3.2. What Figure 3.1 shows is that,
when feelings towards President Trump are most negative, and as march attendance
increases, the number of women running for office decreases. Figure 3.2 shows the
inverse of this interaction with feelings towards President Trump at their most positive.
This does not support my third hypothesis as I had suggested that colder feelings and
larger march turnout together would result in even more women running for office. It is
possible that what is happening here is that march attendance has a greater impact on
female candidacy in areas that do not already have negative feelings towards President
Trump. Women in these areas might have had their political ambitions sparked by the
Women’s March. Observing this interaction at the district level will give better insight
into this relationship.
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Figure 3: Interaction of March Attendance and Women's Feelings Towards
President Trump at the State Level
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Analyzing the data first by state provided helpful insight on larger themes and
pictures that connect the Trump Administration, Women’s March, and 2018 midterms.
As is the case with analysis conducted on a small number of observations, however, these
results are not perfect. In regards to feelings towards President Trump specifically,
aggregating average scores by state left little variation across the 50 observations. The
survey used a 4-point scale with 1 being strongly approve and 4 being strongly
disapprove2. When the scores along this scale were averaged out for each state, there
were noticeably small differences when compared across states. It is also possible that
this same issue arose with the chosen control variables. None of the control variables
showed a significant impact on the number of women who ran for office. With this issue
in mind, I conducted the same analysis but aggregated by congressional district instead,
providing a closer look at these connections and solving some of these issues with a
larger number of observations.
District-Level Analysis
In the case of conducting district-level analysis on my dependent and independent
variables, my data sources could not be easily sorted into congressional districts. This is
for two reasons. Firstly, cities and counties are not evenly distributed into districts.
Secondly, women who ran for senator would not have a corresponding district that they
were running for. I was able to find solutions to both of these issues using population
proportions and assigning a unique district identifier, by state, to the women who ran for
senator.

2

The CCES study gave respondents a fifth “I don’t know” option which was recoded as NA.
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The first issue arose as the data on Women’s March turnout was sorted by city.
To aggregate by congressional district, the cities in the Women’s March dataset were first
sorted into counties by matching them against a separate dataset of cities and
corresponding counties (SimpleMaps, 2021). Women’s March turnout of each city per
county was added together to create a new county dataset of every county in the United
States that had a Women’s March and how many people participated. The choice to go
from cities to counties was made in order to get as close to districts as possible before
deciding how each location would be sorted into each congressional district. That being
said, once the cities were successfully sorted into counties it was difficult to sort counties
into congressional districts as many counties are split across multiple districts. To solve
this problem, the newly sorted Women’s March county data was once again matched
against a separate dataset that listed the proportion of a county’s population that was in
each United States district (Missouri Census Data Center, 2018). The decision was made
to assign the counties and corresponding Women’s March turnout to the congressional
districts where the highest proportion of the county’s population lies as of the last census.
As was the case with cities and counties, the turnout of the counties was added together
for each district.
In order to account for the decision to assign congressional districts based on
population proportions, the march turnout was weighted by the proportion of the
population in that district. Following the weighting of the variable significant skew still
remained. The number of outliers was great enough that the decision was made to take
the log of this weighted march turnout variable and use that in the final regression for the
district-level analysis. As OLS regression assumes a normal distribution, this final
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logged variable more closely fit the model through which I examined the relationship
between my variables. Once all the counties were assigned to congressional districts and
the turnout was weighted and logged, the matter of women who ran for senator was
addressed.
Of the 529 women who ran for congressional office, 58 of these were women
running for the Senate. To keep these district-less women from being deleted when the
datasets were merged, each state was given a unique district identifier where all the
women who ran for senator in that state were assigned. For example, the women who ran
for senator in Utah were assigned to a special “district 5”. To make these new districts
match across all datasets, the new districts were also added to both the Women’s March
attendance data and the CCES data with state-level numbers used for each variable being
observed (Pressman and Chenoweth, 2017; Ansolabehere, Schaffner, and Luks, 2019).
With all the counties assigned to congressional districts, 309 districts had Women’s
Marches. This number includes those additional districts that represent women running
for the Senate.
Once I ensured all three of my datasets had the new districts, data on women’s
feelings toward President Trump, my control variables, and the number of female
candidates were aggregated by district and merged. Both the CAWP dataset on female
candidates and the CCES dataset I used for control variables and feelings towards Trump
had district identifiers with each observation. As was the case with my state-level
analysis, the Trump variable and control variables were aggregated using the mean score
for each district. The final merge was matching this data to the district-level Women’s
March data.
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Following the completion of these aggregations and merges, there were 309
observations compared to the 50 used in the state-level analysis. Each observation
represents a district where a women’s march occurred with the corresponding number of
women who ran for office and the district average for the threat environment variable and
controls. Regression analysis was then conducted in the same way as the state-analysis
had been, using the same variables, yielding the results in Table 3. The only additional
variable that was used in this district-level analysis was a variable to control for the fact
that I used state-level data for the women running for the Senate as opposed to districtlevel for the women running for the House. I created this variable by assigning a 1 to
every real congressional district and a 0 to all of the districts I created to hold women
who ran for the Senate. I also used state fixed effects whose coefficients can be found in
Appendix A.
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Table 3: District-Level Analysis of Female Candidacy
Results for District-Level Analysis
Dependent variable:
Number of Female Candidates
March Attendance (logged)
Women’s Feelings Toward President Trump
(0=strongly approve)

0.469**
(0.220)
0.412
(1.031)

Ideology (1=most liberal)

0.943
(0.621)

Party (1=most Democratic)

-0.955**
(0.417)

Education

0.602**
(0.298)

Running for House vs Senate (1=House)
Women’s Feelings Towards President Trump
* March Attendance

-1.062***
(0.295)
-0.206*
(0.109)

Constant

Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
State Fixed Effects
F Statistic
Note:
Standard error in parentheses
State fixed effects coefficients in Appendix A

0.652
(3.824)
317
0.246
0.083
1.186 (df = 260)
Yes
**
1.513 (df = 56; 260)
p<0.05
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As can be seen in Table 3, the results that came back show significance with my
march turnout variable and with the interaction between march attendance and women’s
feelings towards President Trump, but not with women’s feelings towards President
Trump alone, just as was the case with the state-level analysis. What is different at the
district level, however, is that there are also varying levels of significance with the
control variables as well.
In the case of the march turnout out variable, the number of people who attended
women’s marches in January 2017 has a strong, positive relationship with the number of
women who ran for office in that congressional district in 2018 when women’s feelings
towards President Trump are at zero. When women’s feelings towards President Trump
are at zero, for every one percent increase in the number of people who attended a
Woman’s March, there is an increase of .005 women running for office in that district.
This speaks to the importance of considering these new pathways as it becomes clear that
the number of women who ran for office in 2018 was not an anomaly, but instead a result
of the sequence of events preceding the election.
While march turnout had a significant impact on female candidates, the same
cannot be said of the feeling thermometer used to gauge a threat environment under the
Trump administration when Women’s March attendance is at zero. This was the case in
the state-level analysis as well and was not completely surprising as a result. This
suggests that it is unlikely that women’s candidacy decisions were directly influenced by
their feelings towards the Trump Administration. This threat environment variable did,
however, impact female candidacy when interacted with march attendance as it did at the
state level though its significance here is smaller. In the same manner as the state-level
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analysis, when feelings towards President Trump are most positive, and as march
attendance in increases, the number of female candidates increases. This further
disproves my third hypothesis and is illustrated in Figure 4. As opposed to state-level
analysis, however, this interaction is only significant when women’s feelings Towards
President Trump are most positive.

Figure 4: Interaction of March Attendance and Women's Feelings Towards President
Trump at the District Level (fixed effects not included)

Though the relationship between march attendance and women’s feelings towards
President Trump is not what I had anticipated, this interaction still makes an interesting
point and potentially confirms my theory about threat environment. What appears to be
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happening is that women who are in congressional districts that are more supportive of
President Trump are more impacted by Women’s March turnout than those in districts
who are less supportive. While female candidates were not directly encouraged by their
feelings towards Trump, it is possible that the feelings of the area they live in, their
environment, did impact their decision, especially in the cases of higher march turnout.
A woman who has negative feelings towards President Trump, but lives in an area where
the majority of the community feels otherwise, might not be as likely to run for office due
to her surroundings. With the introduction of a Women’s March, however, that political
ambition can be sparked due to the mobilizing structures and words of encouragement
that were associated with the marches.
Unlike in the state-level analysis, the control variables for party, education, and
whether the women were running for the House or the Senate all came back with
significant results. In the case of ideology, as a district moved up the scale from most
liberal to most conservative the number of female candidates from that district increased.
This coefficient, however, is not significant. While the coefficient for ideology was not
significant, that of party shows that as a district becomes more Republican the number of
women running for office decreases. This is an expected outcome that can be seen in the
large number of Democratic women who ran for office in 2018. The results for levels of
education, show that the more educated a district was the more female candidates they
had. This makes sense as well when paired with the literature that suggests that women
often feel they need to be more qualified for a position before considering pursuing it
(Kenny, 2013). The final control variable, whether the woman was running for the House
or the Senate, shows that more women ran for positions in the Senate than women
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running for the House in an individual congressional district. This is an interesting
finding and possibly speaks to party recruitment strategies.
Interview Analysis
To further support the claim and probe the causal mechanism, two interviews
have been conducted to listen to and record the feelings of Utah women who ran for
office in 2018. This helped trace the process by which women decide to run for office
within the context of 2018. Additionally, it provided insight into what can spark political
ambition and how such ambition might have been impacted by the 2016 election and
following marches. The focus of the interviews was political participation, candidacy,
and brief questions regarding the election of President Donald Trump and the 2017 and
2018 Women’s Marches3.
Women running for the Utah state legislator were chosen for the interview
process in order to consider my mechanism at a more local level. Utah is also an
interesting state to consider in terms of female candidacy as it is more conservative and
might thus offer a more nuanced insight into my theory. While women might run for
Congress to solve problems at a national level, those running for state legislatures are
likely running to combat local issues such as air quality or public education funding. It is
also these local issues that could drive some amount of variation in the number of women
running for office across states or local districts. An interesting interaction here is how
the national environment might impact that candidacy of a women running on a local
level. This is another reason why conducting this interviews was helpful for the purposes
of my thesis.

3

The list of questions asked of the interviewees can be found in Appendix B.
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In Utah, 45 women ran for the state legislature in 2018. Seven of the women
elected were first-time candidates for state legislative seats and contributed to Utah’s
record number of women in the legislature following that election (Hogsten, 2018). The
focus of these interviews would be on the Democratic women as they were the most
impacted by the phenomenon that led to the 2018 midterms (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu,
2013). This can be seen in Figure 1 where it is clear that the large majority of women
who ran for office in 2018 were from the Democratic Party. Interviewing Democratic
women would more accurately represent the experiences had by the majority of the
women who ran for office in 2018. All previously unelected candidates who ran on a
Democratic ticket for the state legislature in Utah in 2018, who also had publicly
available contact information, were contacted with the goal of two or three responding
and being willing to participate in the interview process. A total of ten women were
contacted, two women responded and were asked the questions listed on the
questionnaire. Interviewing both of these women supported some findings in the
regression analysis while also providing insight on the context of running for office as a
woman in 2018.
The first set of questions asked of both interviewees focused on political
participation, both current and past forms, as well as what events might have caused any
changes in their political engagement. Here, the interviewees differed significantly,
offering variability when considering whether either of them might have had some form
of nascent political ambition. While one interviewee had been a delegate for the
Democratic party on a local level and worked closely with local officials and
representatives, the other voted regularly but did not become involved in politics in any
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other tangible way until running for office. When questioned about what might have
prompted any changes in political participation in the past, both women mentioned they
decided to run for office after it had been suggested to them as well as being driven by
feelings of disenfranchisement. Interviewee 1 explained that, “…my feelings of relative
disenfranchisement actually changed my desire to be involved more than anything.”
These initial questions on political participation illustrated how two women of different
political ambitions were eventually prompted to run for office based on similar forms of
encouragement and feelings. This was further observed in the next set of questions
which more specifically addressed decisions for candidacy.
When asked when they first considered running for office, both women shared
that it had been suggested to them by someone else before they had ever considered it
themselves, a phenomenon that many researchers have found to be much more common
among women than among men (Carrol and Sanbonmatsu, 2013). Interviewee 2
expressed this sentiment exactly by explaining that, “I would never really consider
myself running for office…It just took someone suggesting that I run for me to seriously
consider it.” Both women mentioned issues such as better education funding and air
pollution. They further described their disenfranchisement with the representation they
saw in their state legislatures and shared personal experiences of seeing these issues in
their daily lives. They also both agreed that their experience of running for office was
likely much different than that of their male peers.
When asking questions about the women’s initial decisions to run for office, it
was also asked whether or not they felt their experience was different than the experience
of men who ran for office. Both swiftly affirmed, that, yes, it was different, with each one
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illustrating two different points commonly made by scholars on female candidacy.
Interviewee 1 explained how it appeared to her, in her own experience and in the
experience of women she knew who ran for office or were currently serving in office,
that women, “…think that we shouldn’t even try for something unless we’re way
overqualified to do it…there’s just less of a self-perception of barriers, I think, for men
than for women.” This is consistent with the findings of the literature on female
candidacy (Kenny, 2013). Speaking to a different set of barriers for women, Interviewee
2 spoke of her experience with cultural judgment and not being taken as seriously as a
candidate. When speaking to people at their doors, she was often met with belittling
questions or comments about her children and how she should be home with them. The
response to this that she came up with is:
This is the way that I’m showing love for my family and standing
up and advocating for my children is by advocating for more
support for our public schools. This is how I’m taking my love and
commitment to my family to a new level, like, to try and shift,
build, on those shared values of family.
Her experience is also consistent with the literature, but something that
Interviewee 2 turns on its head is the cost-benefit analysis that researchers suggest is
different between men and women when deciding to run for office. While it is
commonly suggested that thoughts of family and children might dissuade a woman from
candidacy, as is explored by Fox and Lawless (2005), Interviewee 2 suggests that it was
her family and her desire to advocate for them that encouraged her to run for office.
Campaigning on family values, this is an argument that was likely beneficial to
Interviewee 2, but also illustrates the nuance behind women’s reasons to run for office.
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When asked what they hoped to achieve by running, Interviewee 2 expressed both
a desire for policy change as well as a hope that running for office, win or not, would get
her family more civically engaged and give her children “political courage”. Interviewee
1’s sentiments were similar in policy change, and she also expressed a desire to break up
the status quo in a state such as Utah where the Republican party has a supermajority in
the legislature and is largely made up of men. She explained that, “It’s not about giving
more power to the powerful, but making sure that you have a voice that’s authentic and
represents your values.” This is reminiscent of social movement theory which suggests
that disenfranchisement can lead to significant change as people work to change the
status quo (Hogan, 2006). Both women made connections to their running for office in
2018 and a desire to change the status quo following the presidential election in 2016.
When asked specifically about the 2016 elections, both women explicitly stated
that the election of President Donald Trump did not impact their initial decision to run for
office in 2018. This mimics the results found in the regression analysis that suggested
that it is likely that feelings about the Trump Administration did not directly inspire
women to run for office. What they did express, however, was how the nature of their
candidacy and path to office was deeply impacted by the political context of the time
following the 2016 elections. Consistent with research by PerryUndem (2017), both
women noted strong, negative feelings associated with the words and actions of President
Donald Trump prior to his election. Interviewee 1 said that, “I can’t express the fear and
uncertainty that I felt…just a general fear for this world for my three daughters” with
Interviewee 2 describing it as an “isolating experience” to have community members
supporting President Trump’s elections despite the language he used towards women.
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Connecting this to their candidacy, both women spoke of how running for office during
this time showed them first-hand how divisive the political sphere had become and how
the 2016 election likely caused division that seeped into the 2018 election. Interviewee 2
noted of the women who ran for office in 2018, “I do think that it will be meaningful to
have run during this time.” Their comments on their candidacy and the environment of
2018 help establish context regardless of how it was not this particular event that pushed
their decision.
The final part of the interviews probed for the impact of the Women’s March on
either women’s pathways to candidacy. Interviewee 1 attended the local march at the
Utah capitol with her daughters while Interviewee 2 expressed not being able to attend
because of work obligations, but distinctly remembers holding conversations about it
with her children. In talking about the Women’s March, both women’s thoughts went to
their children. Interviewee 1 expressed that, “I just want them to see that other people
care, that people rally around fighting for good things.” This impact that she felt the
Women’s March might have had on her children was something that she hoped would
create a better future for her children. Interviewee 2 echoed this sentiment by saying that,
“I think it created a sense of camaraderie and commitment to positive change.” Neither
woman explicitly stated that the Women’s March changed their political ambition, but
both expressed it being a signifier of positive change and a way to teach their children
about how change can come about.
After conducting both interviews, my final understanding is that the political
context leading up to 2018, which includes the presidential election in 2016 and the 2017
Women’s March, had a notable impact on these two women’s pathways to candidacy.
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While neither suggested that it sparked their political ambition, it was clear that their
outlook on political processes and the messages they wanted to convey to their children
shifted during this time. In this case of Interviewee 1, this explicitly connected back to
the political climate prior to 2018 being conducive to positive change. Additionally,
neither woman was recruited by any nongovernmental organization, though it was clear
that party had a significant role in both women’s experiences. When it comes to
recruitment, parties often play major gatekeeping roles, but in the case of Interviewee 1
especially, it was support from her party and her predecessor that encouraged her to run.

43

FURTHER IMPLICATIONS AND RESEARCH
There is a measure of difficulty when it comes to looking at potential causes of
political participation. This exists due to a significant self-selection problem in which
individuals are likely to be predisposed to certain behaviors and forms of participation.
Women who attended the Women’s March might have already been considering running
for office. Along the same lines, states which participated in the Women’s March might
have already been more likely to have more women running for office. While Carroll and
Sanbonmatus (2013) have argued that this is not always the case for women, and that
political ambition can be sparked by catalyzing events, it is still important to consider that
some portion of the women who ran for office in 2018 might have done so regardless of
the political climate.
If the spike in female candidacy in 2018 is indeed unique, and is not replicated in
years following, the argument that this year was special would be strengthened. While it
is not possible to observe this yet, it would be interesting to do so in the future.
Predictions for the 2020 elections theorized that the 2018 midterm elections and the
events preceding them likely left a lasting impact. Some women who lost in 2018
reported that they would be running again in 2020. Though there may be truth to the
momentum of 2018 carrying into the election, these theories also suggest that the impact
on the makeup of the United States Congress will not be as drastic in 2020 (Dittmar,
2018). This proved to be true as the percent change in female candidates between 2018
and 2020 is smaller than that of 2016 and 2018. However, it is still the case that more
women than ever ran for office in 2020 as 29% of candidates for the House were women
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and 35.2% for the Senate (CAWP). It was also during the 2020 election that the first
female Vice President was elected into office. This is a variable that could potentially
influenced female candidacy in the future as women benefit from seeing those like them
in positions of power (Carroll and Sanbonmatsu, 2013).
In addition to observing future trends in female candidacy, it would be interesting
to look further into how social movements might impact the areas beyond where they
physically took place. For the purposes of this study, the districts that had Women’s
Marches were observed to see whether larger mobilization had an impact on the number
of female candidates. This still leaves those individuals who might not have had a
Women’s March in their district, but still ran for office. In a time of a 24-hour news
cycle and social media, women might have been influenced by the political environment
leading to 2018 that included the Women’s Marches while only having observed these
events through the screens of their phones. This also hints at the impact age might have
on this phenomenon as well as it is the younger generation that is more attuned to trends
and the news displayed across social media. Proving this would require an entirely
different form of methods that would be difficult to determine, but it is still a question
that remains as an interesting part of this story.
Race and the 2018 Midterm Elections
Race played a significant role in the 2018 midterms that should not go
unaddressed. When talking about female representation and women’s involvement in
politics, women of color have been, historically, excluded from the table. During the
suffrage movement, Black women were largely betrayed by white women who were
more concerned about securing voting rights from themselves than for all women. Jim
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Crow laws kept Black Americans from voting for decades, and Native Americans were
barred from the right to vote until the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Immigrants faced
similar problems as they struggled to achieve citizenship, often on account of their race
(Block, 2020). As women of color were left behind in terms of voting rights, so too were
they left behind in terms of representation. Certain identities, such as race, grant different
groups greater privilege, giving them more access to the pathways to candidacy (Dittmar,
2019, pp 36). With this in mind, while women have been making important gains in
representation, this representation is largely skewed toward white women. There is still a
long way to go before gender parity is reached, and even further until women of color are
substantially represented as well.
These things make it notable that in 2018 there were more women of color
nominated for candidacy than in any other year and, subsequently, more women of color
than ever elected to Congress (Figure 3). 80 women of color received nominations as
compared to 55 in the 2016 elections (CAWP, 2018). 2018 saw both the first Native
American women and the first Muslim women elected to Congress. Four states sent their
first women of color to Congress. While these numbers illustrate how little
representation women of color receive, they also illustrate the gains being made that will
hopefully multiply from here.
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Figure 5: Number of Women of Color in Congress from 1961-2021

Party and the 2018 Midterm Elections
In addition to race, political party shaped the makeup of the Congress elected in
2018. The influx of women elected to Congress was largely Democratic, with the
number of Republican women who held office declined (Dittmar, 2019). A visual
representation of these numbers for the U.S. House is displayed below in Figure 6.

Figure 6: The Number of Women who Filed, Were Nominated, or Won Office in 2018 from Each
Party
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One aspect of this disparity is likely the events preceding the midterms of
Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton’s loss of the presidential election and Republican
candidate Donald Trump’s win. The aforementioned emotional responses to the election
of President Donald Trump were largely concentrated with Democratic women (Dittmar,
2018, pp 20). If these feelings are consistent with political action, then it is logical that
more Democrat women would act in the following election cycle. In addition to this,
there might have been such a thing as the “Clinton effect” where, in studies, exposure to
Hillary Clinton’s run for office closed the gender gap in political ambition among those
who were Clinton supporters. The same effect was not seen on those who did not support
Clinton’s run for president (Dittmar, 2019, pp 23).
Outside of the events leading up to the 2018 midterms, what research has shown
is that political parties have a significant impact on who does and does not run for office
(Sanbonmatsu, 2006, pp 23). This kind of gatekeeping has the potential to be positive for
women should parties select female candidates. It can also have negative consequences
should parties fail to do so. This seemingly obvious phenomenon is apparent when
comparing the recruitment structures and strategies of the Republican and Democrat
parties. The Democratic party, for example, has a more robust support structure for
women and has greater female representation in party recruitment positions (Dittmar,
2019, pp 45). The impact of this can be seen in the discrepancies in party seen in the
2018 midterms. Mentioning the impact of party on candidacy unprompted, Interviewee 2
expressed that:

I feel like women are taken more seriously in the Democratic Party, as it is
currently is compared to the Republican party. Maybe that’s just been my
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experience…I know several, really, really smart women who have run in
the Republican party and kind of been, like, dismissed by delegates and it’s
almost like you have to work a lot harder to be taken seriously as a woman
in the Republican party.

What will be telling is how the Republican party responds to such losses and
whether or not they will adjust their recruitment strategies.
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CONCLUSION
There is still a long way to go before gender parity is reached in the United States
government. While past literature has worked extensively to illustrate why more women
are not in these positions of power, the 2018 midterm elections show that there may be
new pathways to candidacy being established even now. Prior to 2018, the election of
President Trump and subsequent Women’s March created a political environment that
deeply impacted women across the United States (PerryUndem, 2017). It is these events
that I suggested played a role in more women than ever running for office. What I found
is that reactive sequences of events can lead to a desire to change the status quo. As
social movement literature suggests, a common cause and changes in mobilizing
structures can create such change (Chong, 1991). While it does not appear that President
Donald Trump himself sparked the political ambition of women, the size of the Women’s
Marches that came as a result of his election did have an impact on the number of female
candidates in 2018, specifically in those areas that supported President Trump. This
suggests the impact a perceived threat environment might have on a woman who then
sees a movement such as the Women’s March on her doorstep. The political
environment of 2018 is one that changed the nature of politics for women and introduced
new pathways to candidacy as the United States was mobilized in the name of the
women’s movement and their desire to become more politically engaged.
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APPENDICES

State_AL

-1.934*
(1.036)

State_AZ

-0.570
(0.921)

Dependent variable:

State_AR

Number of Female
Candidates

-1.478
(1.112)

State_CA

0.469
(0.220)

-1.316
(0.869)

State_CO

0.412
(1.031)

-1.675
(1.035)

State_CT

-1.456

Appendix A
Table 3, State Fixed Effects Coefficients Included
Results for District-Level Analysis

March Attendance
Feelings Toward President Trump
Ideology
Party
Education
Running for House vs Senate
Feelings Towards President Trump *
March Attendance

**

(0.998)
State_DE

-0.955**
(0.417)

-1.935
(1.199)

State_FL

0.602
(0.298)

-1.146
(0.891)

State_GA

-1.062***
(0.295)

-1.439
(1.002)

State_HI

-1.063
(1.108)

State_ID

-1.411
(1.190)

**

-0.656
(1.465)

55

0.943
(0.621)

State_IL

-1.425
(0.933)

State_MS

-2.313**
(1.036)

State_IN

-1.003
(0.944)

State_MO

-0.694
(0.973)

State_IA

-1.226
(1.091)

State_MT

-2.147*
(1.194)

State_KS

-1.505
(1.193)

State_NE

-1.630
(1.035)

State_KY

-1.547
(1.006)

State_NV

-0.188
(1.083)

State_LA

-2.380**

State_NJ

-1.846**

(1.192)

(0.929)

-1.759
(1.191)

State_NM

-0.617
(1.084)

State_MD

-1.362
(0.956)

State_NY

-0.890
(0.908)

State_MA

-1.300
(1.009)

State_NC

-1.850**
(0.937)

State_MI

-1.648*
(0.925)

State_ND

-1.982
(1.205)

State_MN

-0.618
(0.975)

State_OH

-1.380
(0.909)
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State_ME

State_OK

0.070
(1.187)

State_WA

-1.185
(0.926)

State_OR

-1.356
(0.998)

State_WV

-1.870*
(1.100)

State_PA

-1.172
(0.902)

State_WI

-1.556*
(0.937)

State_RI

-2.195**
(1.103)

State_WY

-2.480**
(1.215)

State_SC

-0.852
(1.040)

LogAttend:CC18_308a

-0.206*
(0.109)

State_SD

-2.466**

Constant

(1.221)
State_TN

-1.569
(0.974)

State_TX

-0.577
(0.887)

State_UT

-0.925
(1.023)
-1.975
(1.202)

State_VA

-0.776
(0.959)

(3.824)
Observations
R2
Adjusted R2
Residual Std. Error
F Statistic
Note:

317
0.246
0.083
1.186 (df = 260)
1.513** (df = 56; 260)
* ** ***

p p

p<0.01

57

State_VT

0.652
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APPENDIX B
Interview Questions
Questions about political participation
1. What forms of political participation do you participate in?
2. Have these forms changed over the years?
a. If so, why?
Questions about candidacy
1. When was the first time you seriously considered running for office?
2. Why did you decide to run for office?
3. What doubts or fears did you have before committing to the process?
a. OR What prevented you from running for office sooner?
4. What did you hope to achieve by running for office?
5. What did you hope to do or change if you were elected?
6. Do you feel that the process of deciding to run and running for office is different
for men and women?
Questions about the 2016 election and Women’s Marches
1. Did your political goals and aspirations change following the election of President
Donald Trump in 2016? How and why (or why not)?
2. Were you able to, or did you have a desire to, participate in either the 2017 or
2018 Women’s March?
a. If no: Do you feel the Women’s March did anything to change the playing
field for women?
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b. If yes: What impact did the Women’s March have on you and those you
know who also participated?

